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THE RAMAYANA AND THE MODERN 
SANSERIT PLAYS 
— USHA SATYAVRAT 


The Ramayana story nas served as a source of inspi- 


. ration=to poets and playwrights in India from the hoary past 


to the present day. During the course of investigations 
the writer of these lines has come across eight Sanskrit 
plays in the present century itself which has a hearing 
on the Rama theme, In modern playwrights have given it a 
form m£ and shape as per their own perception of the same 
which not unoften is coloured by the prevailing circuns- 
tances, It is a fascinating study to divine the mind of 
the creative writers of the present century and soe as to 
hau the age-21d Ramayana theme has undergone variations 
in its treatment st their heads. Out of the eight plays 
available so far, seven are original compositions whiie 
the eighth one is the translation ínto Sanskrit from the 
Marathi originale Out of the seven original compositions 


three have the focus on Valmiki the adikavi, the creator 


` of the Ramayana. 


A brief deseription of all the eight plays is as 
follows : 
Bhumikanya 

The play was originally written in Marathi by Rama 
Vitthal Warerkar, popularly known as Mama Warerkar and 
translated into Sanskrit by Ratnamayi Devi Dixit. It is 
published by Sitacharan Dixit, Delhi in 1966. The Grama 
has four acts. The main crux of the story has been taken 
from the Uttara Kanda of the Ramayana. The silent: 
of torture of Uttara Kanda becomes vocal fn the | f 2 
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That is why the heroine Sita of Bhumikanya says : "For 
all times to come the whole world will sing the praise of 
brother Laksmana for serving his elder brother Hama and 
sister-in-law Sita in the jungle for fourteen long years 
but may be nobody will ever rererber Urmila the resi 
sacrificial soul who though alive, spent in separation 
all the time as if on live char-coal, At another place 
she says + "I am the daughter of the soil, whoever tills 
the soil and has plough in his hand is my brother." 

The last lines depicts Sita as a crusader for women's 
11 „ ‘Thus she says that I am entering again into the 
garth not to prove myself pure but I perform this act 
just to avenge the perpetual insult inflicted on woman- 
Rood, Sita also proclaims that the vor id does not vor- 
ship Rama alone but the mantra 4s complete only when it 
is uttered as Bitsrama, The drama has no Bharatvakya, 
no happy rason. That is why the Sambuka episode has 
been given an altogether a neu treatment in the play. When 
Rama returns from the forest the attendents who include 
the washerman and his wife want to make sure that the 
room and the bed in it from where he had left for exile 
should look exactly as they were when Rama and Sita had 
left them fourteen years back, The bedsheet had a spot 
whích was covered by the deer skin then, the same thing 
is done on Rama's return, Rama notices it and 15 sur- 
prised that the attendents remember the minutest details 
even after the lapse of fourteen years. He compliments 
for this the washerman and his wife. After this the wife 
of the washerman goes to visit her parents telling her pe Ϊ 


husband that she would be back in a month. There she 
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comes across a youngman, a Sudra, a farmer of the name 

of Sambuka who 15 harassed by Rsis for continuing to 
practice penance which he had learn from his guru who 

is now no more, Ths washer woman takes pity on him and 
assures the terrified youngman to intercede on his behaif 
with the king and the queen, When she comes back to Ayodhya 
after spending long after the time promised to her husband 
she straight goes to king Kama and pleads with him to 

help the Sudra. She however does not succeed because the 
king at the advise of the Kajapurohita has Gecided to 
punish the Sudra for doing something which he is not 
allowed by seriptures. She then darts forth to the Site 
who agrees to help sambuka, the young Suära, On the basis 
of & kind of relationship that she thinks subsists between 
an and him (Sambuka) she being the Gaughtef of the carth 
Bhumikanya and he being the tiller of the soil is Din 
putra, the relationship being that of brother and sister. 
The washerman finds fault with his wife for overstaying 
the stipulated períod and putting up with a young low- 
caste man, He charges her with Infidality for her undue 


| 
| 
{ 
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interest in him anë ropes in Sita too in the canard, all 
women being alike, The canard spreads forcing the king 
Rama to abandon Sita on the pretext of taking her back 
to some of the places for visiting Which she had earlier 
expressed her desire to him (Rama), 

The stage is totally dark for a minute, a streak of 
lightening appears. Sita 1s shown entering into the earth. 
It envelops Sita into itself and again everything 18 the 
same. Rama can only utter the words €T ard er Wa 1 | 


Surpanakhabhisarari 

It is a lyrical play in five scenes by Virenára 
Kumar Ehattacharya and 15 published by Sanskrit Pustek 
Bhandar, Calcutta. It vas first published in the Sanskrit 
ratibha of the Sahitya Akademi, Rew Del^i $n 1973, The 
story of the play starts with the singing of a song by 
Sita and Rama's profuse praise for her relodious voice, 
Laksmana also joins them. Sita asks Laksmana to bring 
fruits from the jungle and return quickly. Laksmana gone, 
Surpanakha enters singing and dancing, her two brothers 
Khara and Dusana are very much satisfied seeing her in 
good mood and allow her to rejoice and choose a love 
partner for herself, She makes advances to Rama who sends 
her to Laksmana, May be, Laksmana being away from Urmila 
Sor so many years falls a prey to her advances, Both have 
a love affair, though for a very short period, Laksrana 
Glsfigures her at the orders of Rama, Both Virupakshi 
and Vikstasya, the friends of Surpanakha, are surprised 
that though Laksmana has insulted her (Surpanakha). 
She is not at all angry with him, On the contrary sho 
(Surpanakha) is grateful and announces that she is for- 
tunate that she could get his affection, though only for 
a short while, She can never think of a revenge, The whole 


gist of the drama, the culture of the cemon girls, is 


reflected in the Sharatavakya which is uttered by the 


heroine, Surpanakha wherein she says s 
even & momentary union out of love 
may lead to the attainment of the supreme bliss. . 
The most striking feature of this Grama is that 16 A 
is a love drama, the hero is Laksmana, the heroine 


Surpanakha She has two friends - Virupakshi and Vikatasya. 


Strangely enough, Rama plays the part of some one who 
creates hurdles in the culminaticn of love among the 
lovers. Though Laksmana and Surpanakha meet for a short 
while, they are madly in love with each other. Vikatasya 
informs Khara and Dusana that Surpankha has gors in for 


Svayamvara ín choosing Laksmana for her husband - 


raksovarasya vakyem hi vathyam evanuvartate/ 
sarvanika vrmti adya narashreshtham svayamvara// 
p.149, verse 46. 
Another amusing fact is that Surpanakha herself admits 
that she is the daughter of a Sage and sister.of the Lord 
of ike demons Havana. Tae drama propagates widow re- 
marriage - 


— 
kanyahm vidite muneh sucerita rakshahpates ca svase) 


thartaesín mama chaikada gunivare dajtyackipah 
sundarah// 
Xaídbavyam ghatitam tu thasyavihitan bhratur 
5 bhrarad yauvane/ 
citan ne suciram kathan na thevat$ prematyaye 
narcitam// 


p.149, verse 48. 


At one place the story of Surpanakhabhisara resembles 
Abhijnanasakuntal wherein Sekuntala has two friends - 
priyamvada and Anasuya, Surpanakha has Virupakshi and 
Vikatasya. Priyamvaca and anasuya assume Dushyanta 
and Shakuntale's meeting ina lonely shrub housee Both 
Priyamvada and Anasuya do not divulge the unwelcome $ucf 


of Durvasa's curse. In Surpanakhathisara both Virupaksha 


Surpanakha and rejoice at the Svayanvara type of marriage 
which is going to take place. 

Sakuntala of the Mahabharata argues with Dusyanta 
that she would marry him only if her son gets the throne, 
while the heroine of Abhijnanasakuntala is very innocent 
anc there is no nention of any such thing, 

Surpanakha of the Ranayana is very vindictive., She 
ascribes her insult by both Rama and Laksmana to Sita 
and vows to drink her blood (first) and the two of them 
(Rema and Laksrana) in an eneírcular (later) - tasyas- 
tayos& ca rudhiram pibeyamahamahave. But the heroine 
of Surpankhabhisaram even vhen disfigured by Laksmana 
by cutting her ears and nose is not at all angry and says 
the younger brother had to obey the orders of his elder 
one Vikatarya says 

katnam sakhi nau praneye vidanbita 

manan na rusta khala Laksmanam prati 

κ page 163, verse 12?. 
How core our friend is not at all angry with that wicked 
Laksmana even while cheated in love. The Surpanakhabhisaram 


gives a new turn to the Rama story by describing the 


ment of love between Surpanakha and Laksmana which is 
totally absent $n the parent story. Laksmana does not 
come out too well in that. The author of the presen: 
play has attempted to absolve him of some of the blame 
which sticks to him on account of disfiguring the denon 
lady who is smitten with love and approaches him to beg 
him of tt, The playwright Ls even by a conservative 
estimate is not fare to Kama to whom he ascribes the order 22 
to the younger hrother to chop off Surpanakha's nose &nd 
ears, A novel experiment in describing the Surpanakha 
incident in new Light the. play deserves r: T tl 


Ramayanagaranam 

It is a lyrical play in three scenes by Vanamala 
Shavalkar published by Sanskrit Parishad, University of 
Sagar, Madhya Pradesh. As Ehavalkar herself admits fn 
the Preface the Story of Rama is very well-known to Indian 
readers, To make it presentable on the stage she has 
chosen the most pathetic portion of the same, i.e. the 
banishment of Fama to the forest for fourteen years, She 
has used easy but lucid Sanskrit. The story is told only 
in lyrics, The dialogues in verse are very small and to 
the point, the musical touch is according to the situation 
and emotional content is well preserved. The first scene 
opens with the appearance of a very happy, almost dancing 
Kaikeyi who has just got to know that Rama is going to 
Be the King early next morning. Her happiness, however, 
is short-lived as Manthara, her friend and attendent who 
caro along with her at the time of marriage to stay in 
Ayodhya, remonstrates her for being so foolish and short- 
sighted that she cannot foresee that when Rama becomes 
the king Kaíkeyi's position in the palace will be like 
a mere attendent, When Kalkeyi is totally under her spell, 
Manthara advises her that when basharatha comes to visit 
her at night she should ask for two boons which he had 
earlier promised to her wherein she should explicitly ask 
for Bharata's coronation and Rama's banishment to the 
forest for fourteen years. Under Mantharats advice Kaikeyi 
enacts the whole drama, is very adament and finally forces 
Dasaratha accept her demand, 


In the second scene, Rama 45 shown approaching 
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Kausalya, his mother, to take leave of her to go to the 
forest. Toe mother is stupified. She informs Sita of 
vnat has happened, Sita insists that she will also aceon- 
pany Rama to the forest. Meanwhile Laksmana also joins 
Rama and requests him that he will also follow hin to the 
forest. Fama is very much satisfied that he has such a 
Gevoted wife and emotionally attached brother. The 

jungle would mean a pleasant experfence for him in the 


company of Sita and Laksmana, 


In the last and the final Scene, when Rama, Sita 
and Laksmana have left for jungle, Dasaratha faints. 
Kausalya laments her lot. Sum tra blesses them, Vasistha 
at that time appears on the stage and proclaims that Fama 
had to go to the jungle because the noble people appeare 
on the earth only to protect the good and punish the 
wicked: 


paritranaya sadhunam vinasaya ca duskrtam 


M 4. 
And here ends the lyrical drama, 


Vanamala Ehavalkar has a thorough knowledge of Indian 


classical music. She has indicated the melodies or the 


Ragas, in which the particular verses are to be sung to- 
gether with the marking of tune or tala, as for example 3 
SAT, FH, HATS, ATHT, ETSIT, ITT, Hara, 
gesra, fug, πητότ, πάτο, SATS, SU, CERTO, "TE, FETT 
TATA, RATO, ATHY FST, WaT rar, face, zero 
RT, FST for, šq, F ; Taek as, va, a, 
gr, ga, den, farm, tra, Swot, Tag, Ar 
αστα, IST, FETT RA, SAT FST, Ta, AT, 
sten, ag, Γπηπίε, ard, Hui d 


ialas 
With an equally large number of variety of Ragas, 


the author has used metres some of which rather uncommon 


also in her work, euch as : 


SIT, FS, TEA, Tr, Eon, far, 
area, ATT, grar, gafsofeaa, fagecuTor, uote, 
ISCH, EST, WAI, qui, δα, aver, ff oft, 


9 rr, Fun, Fr, WATT, FAT | 


It is indeed like a magical feat that in such a small 
play of eighteen pages Bhavelkar has used could employ 


an unusual variety of Ragas and metres, 


Ayodhyakandah 

Written by Y. Mahalinga Sastri the One-act play 
Ryochyakandah is published in the Sanskrit journal of the 
Sahitya Akadeni, the Sanskrit Pratibha, vol - IV, No, T, 1963. 


On account of Its title 4t appears to be based on 
ths Ayodhyakanda of the Ramayana, It, however, is not 
So, It is a social play pure and simple dealing as it 
dogs with the theme of the quarrels of a mother-in-law 


with a daughter-in-law, a common enough occurrence in 


Indian households. It is the title that has been taken 

up from the Ramayana, The family quarrels are like ixxkx 
those found in this Pook of the Great Epic. In the Ayodhya 
Kenda of the Ramayana Kaikeyi plays havoc on account of 
her foolishness with the happiness and the peace of the 
family, The hero of the play who 1s made e Eo to listen 
to the story (of the Ayodhya kanda) has the feeling that ` 
the same (Ayodhyakanda) 15 being staged in his own house ` 
by his mother who is out to destroy the family peace» Ὃ 


| 
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The Ayodhyakanda thus becores symbolic of the motherly 
haughtiness, a tendency to find fault with the daughter- 
in-law, to nag her, to boss over her. The author therefore 
picks up this very term for his work which purports to 
pinpoint this tencency. The Ramayana supplies him the 
title. 


Yauvara jyan 

The One-act play nared Yauvrajyam is written by 
Jaggu Vakulathushan, It is published in Samskrita Pratibha 
of kew Delhi in its issue of April, 1959, 

The story of the work opens with love sports of 
Laksmana and Urmila, Urmila indirectly finds fault with 
Laksmana in that even though he is very much in Ayodhya 
after the fourteen year exile, he ee hinself away 
from her. Laksrana relents her and they have love sports 
to their heart's content. But soon after Laksmana 18 
called by King Rama. Laksmana thinks that the attendant 
has come to fetch him by mistake, Kama right have asked 
for ecu or Satrughna but the attendent is sure that 


. Rama has specifically asked for Laksmana, He approaches 


the jewel-studded palace of King Rama and Queen Sita 
present, At the gate Laksmana notices them engrossed 
in intimate talk. He hesitates to enter, Mezmhile, 
Royal mothers Kausalya, Kaikeyl and Sumitra enter from 
the opposite door, Rama bows to them and asks them as to ' 
how it is that they have come without any intimation, 

The mothers say that they are ever eager to see him, 

Rama tells them that it must ba a case of the policy >37 
for he had himself wanted to S impor- | 
tant thing, He had the good fortune of having Laksmana | Z 
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by his side in the jungle all the fourteen years but now 
entered the jungle of administration he feels that he 

had left alone, He wants one of brothers as Yuvaraja, the 
crown Prince to be to help him by any side, Skis To 

this Kaikeyi says Laksmana alone, by virtue of his 
loyalty and service to him during the fourteen year exíle , 
deserves this honour, Sumitra, however, favours Bharata 
because he had declined the throne when offered to him, 
Bharata is called. After a lot of persuation he 15 placed 
as Yuvra ja, tne Crown Prince, Just then appears Vasistha, 
who takes them all to the coronation Hall where Bharata 
is anointed the crown and Laksmana Prince as the most 
trusted attendent of Rama, Bharata utters the Bharatavakya 


and on a happy note the play comes to an end, 
"ul 
The lively description of two innovations is the 


nost striking feature of this play. One of these pertains ` 
to reunion of Laksmana and Urmila and the indirect expre- 
ssion of their emotions, second Bharata's coronation as 


Crown Prince. 


Prasantaratnakara 


Published by the Sanskrit Sahitya Parishad, Calcutta/ 


this nine Act play is described by its author, Kalipada 
Tarkacharya as a play which is according to him, an expe- 
riment. in a new dramatic technique, The play 1s based ` 
on the story as related in the Ayodhya-Kanda of the. 
Adhyatmaramayanae It has also for its basis, the Krttivasa | 
Ramayana of Bengal. The author has, no doubt, so trans-. 
formed the character of the hero and has so thoroughly 
ange the incidents connected with him that be seems . 


to have assumed a new form at his hands. The present 

play bears an indelible imprint of the author and though 
based on an old and hackneyed theme, has sufficient ori- 
ginality in it to interest the present-day critic. The | 
turns and twists which have been given to the story, IER 
it look refreshingly charming, One of its notable 
characteristics is the total absence of prakrits. All 


the characters in it use Sanskrit. 


As young sturdy Ratnakara goes door to door in search 
of food which is Nut denied to nim, he wants to commit 
suicice, The moment he is trying to put his thoughts 
into practice he hears the cry of a woman, who is being 
oppressed by a dacoit. Ratnakara rescues the lady, the 
e leader becomes impressed with his unparallel 
courage and employs him as the deputy leader of his gang. 
“hen Cyavana, the father of Ratnakara comes to know how 
his son supports the whole family he commits suicide, 

In the last and Hinth act is described the death, one 
by one of Ratnakara's mother, wife and son, This completely Ἢ 


transforms Hatnakara, Once again he tries to end his life 


but 'Sumatit appears on the scene and consoles him. After 
this Narada comes from heaven and gives Diksa to hin 
(Ratnakara), who from that time onwards, beg ius to lead 


a pure and pious life. 


The author attaches great importance to the free 
style alliteration and rhyme in his songs which abound 
in his work, They are racy and crisp. In another of 
his plays he calls a song as the last limit for all the 
good things of the world. ; 4 3 

gitamloke sarvasaubhagya sima/ 


ng 


i. Naladamayantiyam, First Act, p.2e - 
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Adikevyodayan 

It is the second play in Valmiki seríes, written 
by lahalinga Sastri, It was published in 1963 by Sahitya 
Candra Sala, Tiruvalangadu, Tenjavur Dist. 

The gloomy clouds of the story of Sita's banishment 
gather thick on the background and clear out only in the 
concluding part of the play. The hero of the play 4s 
"Adikavya" itself, The play describes the "Udaya" of 
the "Adikavya", the first poem ín world's literature. 

The most important incident 4s where Lava and Kusa recite 
melodiously the story of their own forefathers, The 
Ramayana recitation being over, both wish to study its 
effect on the minds of the people of Ayodhya. Finally 

: Rasa expects Valmiki to present his sons to him formally 
on public. The appearance of Narada in the scene brings 
sunshine in the gloom. Sita herself emerges from the 
left up mother earth in place of the golden image instead 
at the Asvamedha sacrifice. By degrees the spectators 
realise that instead of the golden image, the real Sita | 
is restored to Rama, And that is a happy ending of the | 
asvanscha, Kana united with his wife. The people of Ayodhya 


greet Sita as their queen with worshipful a supplication. 
The golden image itself is recovered later and installed 


in a temple by the enthusiastic public for common worship. 


Valmikisarvardhanam 
Written by Visvesvara Vidyabhusana Kavyatírtha and 
published by Prof. Dhyanesh Narayan Chakravarti of the 
Rabindra Bharati University in 1967, ít is the third play ` 
in Valmiki Series, as the playwright himself admits. < s 
It is the story of a dacoit called Ratnakara, He js ` 
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ignorant of the lofty ideas of human philosophy and his ΄ 
livelihood is to deceive, cheat and kill people, Once 
when Brahma and Narada are held captives by hin, they 
preech hin the real knowledge. For the dacoit the touch 
of these two sages, even though for a short tine, makes 
him Sage Valmiki out of a dangerous dacoít. He is the sane 
person who after becozing Valmiki sings the immortal 
song of the Hamayana. This small plot runs into twelve 
Acts, Toe two Íínnuyations of the playwright are : Nisada 
approaches Valmiki and begs him that he may be relieved 
of the curse which the sage pronounced on him. The sage 
feels sorry for the poor hunter and repents for his cruel 
act, Second the appearance of the Goddess of learning 
telling him that it was she who forced him to pronounce 
"ne curse and he should not feel responsible for that, 

The play ends on a happy note with a song by Narada as 


Bharatvakya. 


CONCIUSTON 

A11 these plays discussed above are a pointer to 
the hold the Rama story st111 has on the er-ative mind 
of the rodern Sanskrit-writers. They like to re-tell or 


certain promínent incicents of the main narrative, but 
with a differences, inparting into them something of their 
originality and innovativeness, An in this they are 

not unique, scores of their predecessors in the ancient 
end medieval periods having attempted the same earlier. 
-The difference in their case is that they have not only ` 
bring brought within their creative compass the Rama | 
story or certain incidents of it but also the creator of 


it, the Adikavy Valmiki. | It is a fascina ag. 
rience to soe as to how the compass gives a new s 
and orientation to the agewold narrative as 
how 1t 1s shaped to give expression to new soci 


cepts by re-telling the old incidents. 
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